Information acquired during skill learning continues to be processed long after practice has ceased. An important aspect of this processing is thought to be the transformation of a memory from a fragile to a stable state: a concept challenged by a recent study.
practice, participants learnt to adapt to the force field, and produced straight reaching movements. The properties of the force field differed in each task. For example, in task A the force field might have pushed reaching movements in an anticlockwise direction, whereas in task B, it might have pushed them in a clockwise direction. Participants only retained the ability to compensate for the force-field when they were exposed to the force-field of task B at least 6 hours after their initial exposure to task A. A similar pattern of observations were made in later studies [7, 8] . This consensus however, has not gone unchallenged.
The principle that a procedural memory is stabilised following skill acquisition has been questioned in two recent studies [9, 10] . Both studies showed interference between two tasks, A and B. Performance in task B impaired participants' performance on task A at re-testing ('proactive interference'). Retroactive interference, in which exposure to task B disrupts the retention of skill for task A, was thought to be minimal. Critically, in both studies the interference between the tasks was constant, despite increasing the interval between them. This finding fails to support the notion that procedural memories change from a fragile to a stable state. Such a time-dependent transformation should lead to a decrease in the susceptibility of a skill memory to disruption. This would be observed as a decrease in the interference between tasks as the interval between them is lengthened. But the interference between tasks was constant, suggesting that procedural memories are not stabilised. This could be either because these memories do not require stabilisation, or because they never achieve a protected state and remain vulnerable to interference. A recent study provides evidence favouring this latter possibility [11] .
Confirming earlier work, this recent study [11] showed that the interference between tasks is unaffected by the interval between being exposed to distinct force fields -that is, between task A and task B. But the new results challenge the notion that the interference had exclusively a proactive source. In the absence of a force-field, participants performed reaching movements before being re-tested on task A. These 'washout' trials minimised the possible proactive interference from recent exposure to task B. Nonetheless, interference between the tasks could still be detected, implying that the interference had a retroactive source. This suggests that acquiring skill in task B disrupted the memory trace of task A.
Furthermore, the skill in task A remained susceptible to interference from task B even when the interval between these two tasks was as long as 24 hours ( Figure 1B) . This implies that a procedural memory may never become fully stable and instead remains vulnerable to interference. When exposed to task B, participants may have retrieved the procedural memory associated with task A and modified it, 'overwriting' the memory for task A with information relevant to task B. This explanation gives a useful interpretation of the study's observations, but it contains a paradox. It implies that learning a new skill leads to the automatic destruction of another skill. It would never be possible to have skill in more than one task! Our ability to acquire multiple skills may depend upon having contextual cues available to signal the switch from one task to another.
Learning to produce skilful reaching movements in several different force fields is possible when participants are given contextual cues -such as a different screen colour -when the force fields are changed [12] . Participants can also express different degrees of proficiency at producing the same sequence of finger movements in different contexts [13] . The context, and whether a sequence of finger movements is acquired intentionally or unintentionally, can also modify the processes engaged following skill acquisition [14] . Whether a procedural memory becomes unstable at retrieval -a phenomenon referred to as re-consolidation (see [15, 16] for reviews) -may also depend upon the availability of contextual cues. When exposed to task B, participants may be retrieving the procedural memory for task A [11] .
Such inappropriate retrieval of a skill might have occurred because participants had no way of knowing that the task had changed: there was no cue signalling the switch from task A to task B. Later, at re-testing, participants failed to show any skill at task A. In contrast, when contextual cues are provided, there is no confusion between tasks; consequently, the memory associated with a procedural task only becomes labile again when that specific task is retrieved, not when participants attempt to acquire any new skill ( Figure 1C) [17] . Contextual cues may prevent the inappropriate retrieval of a skill, protecting it from becoming unstable when one attempts to learn a new skill; however, this may not always be the case [10] . Other factors, for example, the type of practice and the type of skill acquired, may affect whether a procedural memory requires stabilisation [3,9,18].
Contextual cues seem likely to make an important, but as yet under-explored, contribution to skill learning. Borrowing the concepts of consolidation and re-consolidation from other areas of memory research has helped deepen our understanding of procedural learning -an appreciation of the importance of context may do likewise. [9] [10] [11] . This questions the need for memories to be stabilised, and instead suggests that the interference between tasks has a proactive source. But even when 'washout' trials remove the affects of earlier learning, interference remained suggesting that it is unlikely to have a proactive source [11] . Hence, without evidence for either proactive or retroactive interference, it may be that exposure to task B causes the memory trace of skill A to become unstable and susceptible to interference. Yet, this explanation is incomplete, because it suggests that individuals can never acquire more than a single skill. This paradox may be resolved if participants believed they were retrieving task A, when actually being exposed to task B: retrieving task A would cause the memory for this task to become unstable and susceptible to interference from task B. 
